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Search for new boat slips leads to Air Force property  
 

Bay commissioner eyes deal for new marina at fuel 

depot  
By Ed Offley  
News Herald Writer 747-5079 / eoffley@pcnh.com  
 
PANAMA CITY  
   Bay County officials see the abandoned U.S. Air Force fuel depot in Lynn Haven as a solution to a 
worsening shortage of boat slips and ramp space at local marinas.  
   In a meeting with Air Force officials earlier this week, Commissioner Mike Thomas raised the concept 
of building a public boat marina on the depot site, which fronts on both Lynn Haven Bayou and North 
Bay. Thomas told The News Herald that a shortfall of mooring slips is expected to triple from 200 today 
to more than 600 in the next few years as several private marinas are redeveloped.  
   “That property up there would be perfect for a marina,” Thomas said. “If people can’t get to the 
water, we’re in real trouble here.”  
   Disclosure of the county’s interest in a marina came as local officials continued to negotiate with the 
Air Force over future uses for the World War II-era fuel depot, which the local base has supervised 
since the 1970s. The 200-acre site for the past five years has been the focus of strong interest by local 
government agencies and universities seeking to expand public facilities in the area.  
   The Florida State University-Panama City campus has eyed the depot property for a possible coastal 
research station and campus extension. Lynn Haven officials have pushed for a rails-to-trails park on 
the tract, which features 3.7 miles of railroad right of way out to U.S. 231 and State 77.  
   Success in developing a marina at the depot would go a long way toward healing bruised feelings 
among local officials caused by the Air Force’s Uturn on plans for the depot, Thomas said.  
   Several local boaters strongly agreed with the need.  
   “There are definitely more boats on the water,” said Bay County resident Jarrid Hood, as he prepared 
to back his boat trailer with a 16-foot Key Largo into the water at St. Andrews Marina early Friday 
afternoon. “But parking is the issue — once you’ve put it the water where can you park your trailer?”  
   For Hood, the answer was to tow the trailer more than 200 yards from the ramp to a parking slot on 
the pier while his wife, Karen, held onto their boat with a mooring line.  
   At the downtown Panama City Marina, where waiting lists for covered boat slips are interminable, 
former Jacksonville resident Ted Dobric said it has become necessary to launch the family’s 20-foot 
Fisher duck boat earlier and earlier on Fridays to avoid the ramp traffic jam.  
   “It’s getting pretty congested,” he said.  
   Earlier this year, the Air Force dismayed Bay County and Lynn Haven officials when it announced 
that rather than simply transferring title of the unused depot to Lynn Haven, it now wanted to 
develop a plan by which the service would lease parts of the site to other government agencies and 
possible civilian developers. Officials at Tyndall Air Force Base, which formally controlled the site, have 
turned over planning and negotiations to the Air Force Real Property Agency, a 15-year-old 
organization established to dispose of bases and other property shut down by the base realignment 
and closure process.  
   Tyndall spokeswoman Capt. Elaine Hunnicutt confirmed that the Air Force plans to retain control of 
the depot and develop it under a “joint-use” concept that would make the site available to both Air 
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Force families and local civilians.  
   “It’s always been considered an Air Force asset (and) we are not preparing to get rid of this asset,” 
Hunnicutt said. “We want something that we can both benefit from,” she said, referring to the military 
and civilian communities.  
   While expressing his “disappointment” with the Air Force’s shift from disposal to leasing the site, 
Thomas said that he has no problem with the idea of a mixed-use activity. “We could take only 10-15 
acres and make a pretty fine marina,” he added.  
   However, Lynn Haven and FSU officials earlier this year voiced opposition to leasing land at the 
depot rather than receiving title to the property outright.  
   Members of the Air Force agency’s Enhanced Use Leasing Team told county and Lynn Haven officials 
that they expect to return within 90 days with an initial report determining feasible uses for the land, 
Hunnicutt said. However, actual redevelopment is still “several years” away as the Air Force continues 
to clean up contaminated areas on the tract, Hunnicutt said.  
   “We are still in the assessment stage,” Hunnicutt said. “Future use ahs not been determined at this 
time.”  
   Brig. Gen. Jack Egginton, commander of the 325th Fighter Wing at Tyndall, said this week that the 
Air Force does want to coordinate with his civilian counterparts on uses for the depot.  
   “We are working with the officials downtown to determine the best way to utilize this asset,” 
Egginton said.  
   As they prepared for an afternoon of fishing out near Shell Island, Bay County residents Greg Barron 
and Justin Leake said they were unaware of the debate over the depot, but added that the county has 
a real need for expanding its marina facilities.  
   “There are a lot of new developments without any boat ramps,” Leake said as he inspected the Polar 
19-footer the pair were preparing to launch at the downtown marina.  
   Barron agreed. “Take St. Andrews,” he said. “That’s a huge marina but you can only put one boat in 
the water at a time.”  
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Karen Hood watches as her husband, Jarrid, launches their boat at the St. Andrews Marina on Friday.  
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Neil Sullivan gets his boat ready to launch amid a line of boat trailers Friday at the Panama City Marina.  
 
 
 




